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Academic Rigor: A Baby Boomer’s Perspective 
Part of the journal section ”Forum: Academic Rigor” 
 
Deb Bloom, "Academic Rigor: A Baby Boomer's Perspective" 
Living in a world that equates faster with better, maximum output with quality, and multitasking 
with accomplishment, is it any wonder that students today are confused about what is required of 
them in a rigorous academic program? As education has evolved over the past several decades, 
we have seen a transition from valuing a broad liberal arts education as adequate preparation for 
life to a focus on career preparation. Large numbers of baby boom generation students 
graduating from college in the 1960s and '70s assured that their college education would open 
new worlds for them, frequently discovered a degree in english, history, philosophy, political 
science, or other similar courses of study didn't necessarily mean employability, even as a 
teacher. 
Our idealism about education for education's sake took a turn during the 1980s as we began 
examining the quality of workers and the skills that would be needed for the next century. The 
career placement department of a college could tell a prospective student the percentage of 
graduates from the institution placed in jobs upon graduation as well as which were the most 
employable areas of study. This has become a selling point for academia. Students today want to 
know foremost whether they will be able to find jobs after graduation, not whether they will be 
educated people upon graduation. 
In addressing academic rigor, I think we must look at the purpose of education from the time a 
student enters the process. Is the purpose of education to provide a student with knowledge and 
skills that will enable them to be an employed, productive member of society, or is it more than 
that? Have we lost sight of what it means to be an educated person in our society? To what 
degree do we value knowledge over skills? The Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (AACU) 2000 report Greater Expectations: The Commitment to Quality as a Nation 
Goes to College states: 
Throughout its history, the United States has asked much of higher education: to 
prepare leaders, train employees, provide the creative base for scientific and artistic 
discovery, transmit past culture, create new knowledge, redress the legacies of 
discrimination, and ensure continuation of democratic principles. The balance 
among these needs has shifted over time in response to many factors and will 
undoubtedly continue to do so. 
Volume 1, Issue 1 (Fall 2005) A Baby Boomer’s Perspective ISSN 1558-8769 
2 | P a g e  
 
As we enter a new millennium, we find ourselves in a turbulent time, having almost 
completed transformation from an industrial to a knowledge-based society. 
Changing times require alert self-reflection and creativity. What should be higher 
education's role today and for the near future? What are the central aims and 
essential practices of college study? 
(http://www.greaterexpectations.org/ report/preface.html) 
Education, most of us would agree, begins at birth when an individual starts the process of 
acquiring a wide spectrum of knowledge needed to live in society and to be a productive member 
of that society. We have come to view the importance of educating our children earlier, with 
most children attending at least some preschool prior to kindergarten. We've debated over the 
past decade whether we're doing an adequate job of educating our youth from grades K-12. As a 
result, time and resources are being channeled into assuring that our teachers are properly 
prepared and that schools and their students have access to the latest methods and technology. 
Then we come to postsecondary education. Once a baccalaureate degree was attainable only by 
the brightest and the wealthiest of our students. During the Kennedy era, financial aid became 
more readily available to the large baby boom population and a college degree suddenly became 
something even a financially challenged student could obtain. 
In today's job market, a high school diploma no longer ensures an individual a good job with a 
promising future as it did in earlier decades. More often it is accompanied by minimum wage 
pay and poor prospects for growth without further education. A baccalaureate degree is often 
looked at as a requisite for entering the skilled job market. Have we then devalued the BA and 
positioned the MA as the degree that ensures one the choicest jobs and the higher salary? 
Working predominantly in the nonprofit sector for over fifteen years before entering graduate 
school, I have seen the employment trend move toward assistant positions requiring a BA degree 
and professional positions requiring at least the beginnings toward, if not the completion of a 
MA degree. Office support staff frequently had at least some hours toward an AA degree, if not a 
two-year certificate. To qualify for promotions, additional education was frequently required. 
The 2000 AACU report tells us: 
College attendance has grown so rapidly over the past four decades that now seventy-
five percent of high school graduates get some postsecondary education within two 
years of receiving their diplomas. Older adults, also, have enrolled in increasing 
numbers. A college degree has in many ways become what a high school diploma 
became 100 years ago-the path to a successful career and to knowledgeable 
citizenship. 
Students are flocking to college because the world is complex, turbulent, and more 
reliant on knowledge than ever before. But educational practices invented when 
higher education served only the few are increasingly disconnected from the needs of 
contemporary students. (http://www.greaterexpectations.org/ 
report/executiveoverview.html) 
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While education has always been valued, its value has not always been agreed upon nor 
consistently provided. Today's focus on academic rigor is a response to a need for a population 
that is highly skilled, knowledgeable, creative, able to problem solve, and adaptable to rapidly 
changing technology in a rapidly changing global work world. 
The majority of our institutions subscribe to a definition of academic rigor that includes an 
expectation of excellence and aspiration to a high level of achievement. It is generally expected 
that this should occur at every level of the institution from faculty and student interaction in the 
classroom to administrative decisions to intellectual and cultural opportunities available on 
campus and off. Visit any college website and even some elementary and secondary sites and 
you'll frequently find a statement on the institution's views on academic rigor. Although we may 
profess this high level of commitment, can we all agree upon what this means? 
Depending upon who we are, we're going to expect different things from a college education. As 
a student, we may expect a fulfilling career, a secure future, and middle-class standing. Parents 
may want for their children at least a life equal to or better than their own. Employers most likely 
want a competent workforce. The government, on the other hand, may see workers, an informed 
public, and future leaders in the making. If you ask college professors what they expect, you will 
most likely learn "their hope for students to engage intellectually and seriously with what is 
taught. Deep learning, they believe, develops the ability to defend positions based on knowledge, 
rather than simply on opinions…college learning should result in rational and reflective minds, 
open to continuous learning throughout a lifetime" (Chapter one, AACU). 
As a lifelong learner who returned to the educational system more than once for a college degree, 
I have noticed changes in our system of higher education that pose a threat to accomplishing 
academic rigor. One is a simplifying of the curricula to meet the wide range of student academic 
abilities, particularly in general education courses. I've become more acutely aware of this 
problem during this past year, my first year teaching composition. While some of my students 
wrote at a college level, the vast majority could not. I found myself spending time teaching basic 
skills that should have been acquired prior to college. Attending the College English Association 
conference this past April, I met other composition instructors from around the country. 
Discussions too frequently centered on students who were unprepared for college and how to 
best help them. 
As we move toward universal postsecondary education without making significant changes in 
our secondary education, we are going to continue to have students who will prove challenging 
for our colleges and universities. In a 1995 article in Insight of News, Paul Gottfried stated, "The-
less-than-adequate students who now attend college are pressuring college faculties to dumb 
down curricula. This phenomenon has been felt especially in the liberal arts and social sciences, 
studies that attract most of the substandard students" (2, http://0-web3.infotrac.galegroup.com. 
unistar.uni.deu/itw/ informark…). 
Another problem of higher education today, like it or not, is that it exists in a more competitive 
environment and some view it as a business. We talk in terms of increasing enrollment and 
devise methods for student retention. Meanwhile, our students and their parents expect a return 
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on their investment. Classes are not only taking place in the classroom, but they have burst out of 
our hallowed halls to find their place in a competitive cyberspace world. 
In The Future of Higher Education: Rhetoric, Reality, and the Risks of the Market, Frank 
Newman, Lara Couturier and Jamie Scurry, (San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, 2004) write: 
This is a demanding, exciting, and risky time for colleges and universities. 
Suddenly higher education is in the grip of transforming change. Part of this 
change flows from the demands of political leaders for access for a greater share 
of the population to meet the needs of the New Economy; part from the growing 
concern that the skills and attitudes young people bring to their roles as workers 
and citizens are inadequate; part flows from the growing impact of external forces 
such as information technology and globalization. 
But the main force for change flows from a new level of competition and market-
orientation among higher education institutions-a competition for students, 
faculty, research grants, athletic titles, revenue, rankings, and prestige. 
Competition promises the opportunity to improve learning, broaden access, or 
focus attention on efficient use of resources. But if not skillfully structured by 
thoughtful and strategic interventions of government, the market and growing 
competition will distort the purposes of higher education and further widen the 
gap between rhetoric and reality (1). 
In a February 2005 report from Brown University's Futures Project, "Correcting Course: Policy 
for Higher Education in a Changing World," Lara Couturier and Jamie Scurry state: 
While higher education may benefit from some of industry's managerial and accounting 
techniques, it cannot be forced to behave like a business and still preserve that which makes it 
distinct and valuable in the first place. Critics of higher education often accuse it of inefficiency 
and waste, and some of those criticisms are justified. At the same time, however, state 
policymakers must recognize that the purposes and values of academe differ in important ways 
from the purposes and values of industry, and colleges and universities do not respond to 
precisely the same set of incentives that motivate businesses. Competition and profit-making 
may have some place in higher education, but so do the disinterested pursuit of truth, the 
upholding of intellectual standards, and the commitment to free and open inquiry. College 
administrators and faculty members must be given a greater amount and different kind of 
autonomy than one would grant to corporate employees, and to do so is not merely to give them 
a concession; it is fundamental to the quality of the institution and the benefit it provides to 
individual students and the larger public. (7) 
When I returned to college in 1986 as a nontraditional student obtaining a second BA, I learned 
several things: 1) 
• To work harder than the traditionally aged student fresh out of high school because I 
had more responsibilities than just my job and my schoolwork. 2) 
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• To take risks I would have never taken as an undergraduate since I no longer had the 
luxury of a whole lifetime to build a career in my field. 3) 
• To accept that any educational program was the beginning of my education, not the 
completion of it. My first BA laid the groundwork for all of the work I have done 
since. 4) 
• To work in partnership with the educational system. The responsibility of education 
does not fall on my professors to feed me nuggets of information that I then take out 
into the world and use. Education is a give and take partnership of discovery. What 
we learn in a college environment is only a beginning to exploring the knowledge that 
we will gain over a lifetime, and to obtaining the information that we need to perform 
a job well. 
Over the last fifteen years as I worked for both for-profit and nonprofit organizations in staff and 
free lance positions, I found my most valuable assets were my curiosity coupled with a strong 
desire to continue learning, an ability to apply what I learnt to multiple situations. I had become a 
lifelong learner by the time I graduated with my second BA in 1991. 
Now in my roles as a graduate student, a fledgling college instructor, a writer, and the parent of a 
college-age student, one of the problems I clearly see is the lack of communication between K-
12 schools in our country and the institutions of higher learning. Students are coming to college 
unable to write, unable to use grammar correctly, and oblivious to the proper use of punctuation. 
While they may be adept at memorizing and repeating facts, "schools place too little emphasis on 
the analytical, integrative, and practical skills graduates need" (AAUC executive overview). We 
focus on scores on standardized tests and ignore whether students have the knowledge and 
abilities needed to succeed in college. The AACU report found: 
There is also a disturbing misalignment between a high school exit requirements and 
college entry expectations. Few colleges regularly share with secondary schools what 
incoming first year students should know and be able to do. 'College' courses in high 
school (as well as remedial courses in college) have proliferated, despite the absence 
of guiding principles about what characterizes college-level learning. Many colleges 
and universities have begun to encourage more in-depth investigative, or research-
based learning even in the first year, but high school and many advanced placement 
courses continue to feature broad surveys and superficial 'coverage.' The senior year 
of high school, which ideally should emphasize the intellectual skills expected in 
college, is wasted for many students. 
(http://www.greaterexpectations.org/report/executiveoverview.html) 
If we're to achieve a rigorous academic environment in our colleges and universities, then we 
need to ask everyone involved in education to participate - educators at all levels, students, 
policy makers, the community, and those who help fund our educational process must all be 
willing to commit to higher achievement for our students. 
We not only need to define academic rigor and high achievement in such a way that is 
understood by all stakeholders in our educational process, but we also need to determine what 
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role education is to play in the twenty-first century. Obviously, we're living in a knowledge-
based, technological society that did not exist 50 years ago. The face of employment has changed 
and will continue to change. 
The continuing education of an aging population must also be taken into consideration. Many of 
the baby boom generation either will not be able to retire because of a dwindling workforce or 
will financially need to continue working past the usual retirement age. For many of us, that will 
mean returning to college to prepare for a second career or at best to continue learning for 
learning's sake. While traditionally education was considered the domain of the young, this is no 
longer the case. What we must strive for in this century is an educational process that is alive, 
rigorous, and unafraid of change. Education must become a willing partnership to create a solid 
basis for learning that will enable our students to continue learning throughout their lives. 
Deb Bloom is a Graduate Student in the Master's Program in English (Creative Writing 
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